TRANSFIGURATION

I can recall the whole scene perfectly, and can
remember every detail of my own feelings. I know,
therefore, that malice prompted me to keep them on
tenterhooks, in order that I might enjoy their dis-
comfiture the more. But I constrained my will, for I
knew that it behoved me to set their anxieties at rest. I
began, therefore, to play a little comedy of terror,
imploring them not to denounce me. I saw how em-
barrassed were these inexperienced blackmailers, and I
felt that I must break down the barrier of silence between
us.

At length I came to the words in expectation of which
their mouths had been watering.

"I will give you ... I will give you a hundred crowns,"

All three of them were startled, and looked at one
another in amazement. They had never expected such
a sum at this stage, when they had given the game up for
lost. But after a while the pock-marked man with the
shifty eyes braced his courage a little. He made two
unsuccessful attempts to break the spell. At last, and
shamefully, he managed to get out the words:

"Make it two hundred, Guv'nor."

"Drop it, can't you!" the girl suddenly broke in. "You
can be jolly glad if he gives you anything at all. He
hardly touched me. It's really a bit too thick."

She was furious, and my heart sang within me. Some-
one sympathized with me, interceded for me. Kind-
ness rose out of the depths; there was an obscure craving
for justice in this blackmailer's hussy. It was like a
cordial to me. I could not play with them any longer,
could not torment them in their fear and their shame.

"All right," I said, "two hundred crowns."

They made no answer. I took out my note-case. I
opened it slowly and ostentatiously* It would have been
easy for any one of them to snatch it and be off. But they
looked timidly away. Between them and me there was a
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